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The CONTACT! program performed in Williamsburg this month  
explores the yin and yang of the literal and the ethereal, of  
structure and free-form processes, of performer and audience. 

Being an orchestral musician and a 
chamber musician can be at once 
exacting and exhilarating. It’s pre-

cisely this duality that sits at the heart 
of the CONTACT! concert on January 8, 
which showcases five intimate works by 
Anna Thorvaldsdottir, Du Yun, Fernanda 
Aoki Navarro, Ashley Fure, and Sarah 
Kirkland Snider. 
 “There’s something I like about get-
ting together with chamber groups cre-
ated from an orchestra. It’s a change of 
scene for them, they get to employ dif-
ferent skills and work in a smaller set-
ting, perhaps have more individual say 
over the vision of the presentation,” says 
Snider, herself an orchestral musician, 
who wrote Thread and Fray in 2006. The 
work is in part a testament to a flattened 
hierarchy, with “a horizontal explora-
tion of stacked chords that creates the 
harmonic world.” 
 Similarly, one can overlay the ideas 
of duality and equanimity onto Reykja-

vik native Anna Thorvaldsdottir’s 2013 
work Ró (Icelandic for “tranquillity”). “My 
music is often inspired in an important 
way by nature and its many qualities, 
but I don’t strive to describe or literally 
incorporate elements from nature in my 
music,” explains Thorvaldsdottir. “When 
I’m inspired by a particular quality that I 
perceive in nature, it is because I perceive 
it as musically interesting.”
 The natural element is also apparent 
in Du Yun’s Renaissance-inspired 2015 
quartet, Tattooed in Snow. Also in the 
mix is a sense of duality between the per-
manent and the ephemeral (hence the 
title), with a focus on the transitions be-
tween the two states. “It’s something in 
between the transitory moments, explor-
ing those dramas that exist coherently 
within those transitory moments,” she 
says. “This piece has those polarities, but 
they exist in a singular unity — they 
came together from singular threads.”
 In Parthenogenesis, Fernanda Aoki 
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Navarro has chosen to explore non- 
development, “democratic distribution,” 
and corporeality. By design, there is no 
repetition. “I wanted to create materials 
that were very independent, that don’t 
necessarily need other instruments to 
complement some sort of main material,” 
says Navarro. “To me, every material is 
the ‘main material.’” 
 Materiality was also a driving force 
behind Ashley Fure’s Therefore I Was, the 
2012 trio inspired by her grandmother’s 
battle with advanced Parkinson’s dis-
ease. At the time, Fure had been working 
with what she calls the “raw materiality” 
of noise and sound. Her teacher at the 
time, Steven Takasugi, asked a guiding 
question: “Yes, but can a rock cry?”
 “Within this sort of interest in raw 
matter, can there be a sense of psycho-
logical journey or emotional and empa-
thetic charge, or is it just raw matter?” 
Fure explains of the koan-like query. 
The parallels between this and her 
grandmother’s Parkinson’s became ap-
parent: “It was this combination of 
something really physical, something 
that rendered the body in its bluntest, 
mutest material form, but it also had 
this incredibly charged psychological 
and emotional component.”  
 Over the last eight years, one of the 
consistent elements of CONTACT! has 
been the sense of play — of musicians’ 
discovery of new compositional voices, 
or sharing those they love with their au-
dience. Combine this with the intimacy 

of chamber music, and the results be-
come even more potent for composer 
and musician. 
 Snider notes another important dual 
relationship in this vein — that between 
the musicians and the audience. “Music 
expresses what it expresses, and it’s so 
personal for each listener. I never want 
to tell them what to think or feel. … Ulti-
mately that isn’t something that a com-
poser can ever control; every listener 
brings a different interpretation to the 
piece. That’s one of my favorite things 
about music.”
 

Olivia Giovetti has covered music and arts for VAN, 
Paper, The Washington Post, NPR, Gramophone, and 
other publications. She previously served on staff at 
Time Out New York and WQXR / Q2 Music; her writ-
ing has also been heard onstage at the Brooklyn 
Academy of Music as part of the Next Wave Festival. 
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Only one of the composers whose mu-
sic appears on the January 8 CON-
TACT! concert has previously been rep-
resented on New York Philharmonic 
performances. Anna Thorvaldsdottir’s 
Aeriality was played in 2017 and, hav-
ing been named the Orchestra’s Kravis 
Emerging Composer in 2015, she was 
commissioned to create a new work, 
which the Philharmonic will perform in 
its World Premiere this coming April.  
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